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This submission has been Written on behalf of and as agreed to by all of the widely experienced
retired friends named at the end of this document. Each friend has had the opportunity for input to,

and amendment of, the initial draft.
Dear Inquiry Members,

We are all parents and are concerned to ensure that succeeding generations have the opportunity to
benefit from a public education system in this country, and particularly in this State, that is as
successful as can be achieved.

Some argue that, to be effective, moral codes must be based on Christian beliefs and that it follows
that, unless children are taught what those beliefs are, and what moral guidelines necessarily flow
from them, they will never know how to behave properly. This is demonstrably untrue. There is
overwhelming evidence that modern homo-sapiens have existed for over 100,000 years and that, well
~ before then, generations of various Homo species and their forbears lived in functioning groups with
sufficient moral and ethical rules for their survival. The Egyptian, ancient Asian and South American
races and empires survived for long periods before any surviving Abrahamic religion came into being.
Even the so-called golden rule that many claim originated with Jesus was widely known and observed
in ancient cultures as diverse as the Egyptian and Chinese well before Jesus was born.

Philosophical thought preceded the Roman Empire wrth Socratés, four cenfuries before Chrlst
advocating self examination of behaviour by each individual to ensure that a good (ethical) life was
lived. ‘

The Socratic intention has been revived and verified as a superior basis for an ethical and good life.
The northern European nations Denmark, Finland, Sweden and Norway all rate rather low on
religiosity measures but high on quality of life and social equity scales. Only recently, a comparison of
-the OECD countries verified that on eight measures these European countries, and lceland, filled the
top five places and well outranked both Australia (21st) and the USA (27th)'. Finland is regarded by
many as having the world’s best education system yet Australia appears to be following the USA
practices. The Conservative Party led government of the UK, contrary to all evidence, seems
determined to reinforce the position of religion in education.

A well constructed trial of Socratic type thinking was undertaken at in Clackmannan-shire, Scotland,
during 2001-2 under the supervision of the University of Dundee. Two separate groups of ten and
eleven year old students, each group numbering over seventy students in separate schools, were
tested and found to be closely matched in Cognitive Ability Test scores. One of the groups then
participated for one hour per week for sixteen months in discussion in class of open ended
philosophical questions. The two groups were then retested. Apart from the test scores which showed
an improvement of 6.5 points for the discussion students, whereas there was no change for the
control group students, there were other quite obvious benefits. The first of these was that classroom,
and indeed general behaviour, of the discussion students had improved significantly with bullying
virtually eliminated. The second such benefit was that the students and teachers subsequently had
much more and much better discussions on all matters, in both directions.

The ethics classes in NSW public primary schools came into being because people became aware of
Philosophy for Children and the Clackmannanshire Trial and non-religious parents wanted some
suitable activity for their children during Special Religious Education time. The initial ethics classroom
materials were prepared by Associate Professor Philip Cam, who had worked with Clackmannansmre
educational authority staff. The materials were based on his and their experiences.

The ethics classes are popular with the students involved, their parents, and the supervising
volunteers and to eliminate them would be a retrograde step for those students and the State. The
benefits of the discussion method, as described above will be lost if there is any move away from that
method to a dogmatic or curriculum method with defined aims and preferred outcomes. Such



methods stifle thinking. Dr Collette Livermoor, who has worked with the late Mother Teresa stated,
“Suppression of thought drowns the intellect and leads to immaturity and stunting of the personality.
An individual must be allowed the freedom to explore, to float and let their ideas find equilibrium; to
fashion for themselves a set principles that helps them respond to the world with intelligence.” -

We believe that countries using dogmatic methods of education and religious dogma as a basis for
morals and ethics will condemn their country and its citizens to second class outcomes.

Australia faces Asian countries, against which we compete, where the educational aim appears to be
well qualified people able to think clearly. The improvement in cognitive abilities established for the
test class students in the Clackmannanshire Trial, in reality a measure of the improvement in each
participating student's ability to think, show just how Australia could benefit from the wide adoption of
the ethics classes concept.

While studies have shown that some animals, such as porpoises, most primates and many other
species have some ability to remember, and even think, human beings are well ahead of other
species in their ability to think, to conceptualise and to analyse. These abilities allow humans to
choose between various alternatives and this is the basis of free will.

In the ethics classes each student has the opportunity to evaluate their own opinion on each
question, comparing their own views on an issue to the different views of their peers, in a situation
where every effort is made to minimise peer pressure. How can that be anything but an advantage to
any participating student?

In this state there still are schools and teachers aiming to undermine the accepted theories of science.
Some appear not to understand the scientific method and consider a scientific theory on some
phenomenon a poorer explanation than the writings of ancients. In science, a theory is the summation
which fits all of the presently known evidence concerning a particular phenomenon. All of the
marvellous inventions and understandings in medicine, biclogy, engineering, electronics, flight etc.,
from which our improved living standard and extended longevity have originated, are based on the
theories of science. Students need to understand that. -

The late renowned essayist, Chr[stopher Hitchens, summed up our argument quite precisely when he
wrote,

“The concept of revealed truth degrades the whole concept of free intelligence by purportedly
relieving us of the hard task of working out ethical principles for ourselves”.2

The ethics classes are very successfully helping some young Australians work out ethical principles
for themselves and, at the same time, developing more fully their intellectual potential. That they are
developing satisfactory and probably superior ethical platforms for use throughout their lives has been
supported by the behaviour improvements found in the Clackmannanshire Trial and the durability of
the improvements as shown in follow up testing.

It will be a travesty if the Inqu1ry finds otherwise.
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' See attached chart- prepared for New York Times from information in a report on OECD countries
% From, ‘Letters to a Young Contrarian’, Christopher Hitchens, paperback edition, Ch.9, p.58
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Bottom of the Heap

Selected measures from the report “Soclal Justice in the OECD - How Do the Member States
Compare?” Includes some categaories of index ratings and some raw data.
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